
ESTABLISHING A 
FODDER BANK?
Here’s what 
you need 
to know

AFRICAN
FARMINGFARMING

ISSUE 14 | MARCH 2022

Top farmers 

• Grazing your farm for profit • Appointing farm managers 
• Clean wool, more money • Great farm-worker training   

Lumpy skin  
outbreak –  

the best way to  
control infection 
and transmission

ASK THE VET

 FARMERS’ DIARIES  
Closing off summer – six farmers wrap  
up summer to welcome autumn

  OJ MASIU.
Making a farming 
dream come true 

 PIENAAR & MAVIS.  
 MOTLOKWA.

Farming couple’s  
journey of recovery

 BYRON BOOYSEN.
Reality TV star makes  

big farming moves

  KHUTSO NJENGA.
Former hawker turns  

successful farmer

HERE’S 
YOUR FREE 

COPY!



 

At AFGRI Agri Services, we strive towards constant progression, growth, innovation and forging  

our vision for food security in South Africa and the rest of the continent. 

We provide comprehensive services to producers including grain handling and storage, 

financial support and solutions as well as inputs and hi-tech equipment, supported by a 

large retail footprint. We have invested in the development of emerging farmers through 

our Lemang Agricultural Services training programme to foster strong future farmers.  

www.afgri.co.za 

Your partner in Agribusiness

THIS IS NOT 
JUST A FARMER 
This is the person who feeds your 
family. It’s the future of a nation,  
and it all starts with the nourishing 
food grown by our farmers.

LEMANG AGRICULTURAL SERVICES



AFRICAN
FARMINGFARMING

You can watch all the episodes of the first 
two series of African Farming on our 
website at . 

Here you will also be able to read every 
issue of our African Farming magazine, 
ask us any farming questions and get 
some great farming advice. Thank you 
to all of you for the great feedback. 

The latest episodes of AF Digital are also 
on our website and Facebook page.

Don’t forget that we’re on Twitter,  
and if you have access to email, why  
not sign up for our African Farming 
e-newsletter? That way you’ll never  
miss anything! Remember to use 

 and keep on posting 
your thoughts about the magazine, 
farming in general and your own 
experiences in agriculture. 
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BE INSPIRED BY FARMERS
Country Cooking is a food magazine with a 
difference. It’s about beautiful food, but also 

about the people who produce it, and the 
richness of living simply and close to the earth. 
Travel through evocative rural landscapes, meet 

the farmers at the forefront of South Africa’s 
farm-to-fork movement, and visit hearty farm 

kitchens across the country. This edition is packed 
with more than 150 fantastic recipes – from rusks 
to roasts, to simple suppers, summer salads and 

cooling cocktails, cordials and ice tea.
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FARMERS NEED SUPPORT TO 
SURVIVE AND THRIVE

B
etween January and February 

this year I spent some time in 

the Free State, after the heavy 

rains, and what I saw was 

heartbreaking. The season 

looked set to be a good one 

but record-breaking rainfall 

has turned into a nightmare for farmers. 

Driving through Senekal and the 

surrounding areas you can see disaster in the 

making with young maize, sunflower and 

soya bean crops standing in waterlogged 

lands. Where crops were not underwater, they 

were competing with heavy weed populations. 

Despite some farmers having had good 

early rains and managing to plant on time, 

they have since struggled with critical activities, 

such as top dressing and weed control, 

because they could not get into their saturated 

fields. Some desperate farmers took a chance 

and pictures of their tractors stuck in the mud 

were soon circulating on social media. 

More fortunate were those farmers who 

could get aircraft in to spray their crops. But 

black farmers do not even make up 5% of 

farmers in that category. 

Many, including Free State Agriculture (FSA), 

have called for government intervention to 

help mitigate the damage. FSA has estimated 

that at least 60% of the crops planted in the 

western Free State could produce below 

average due to flooding and saturated lands. 

The organisation reported extensive flood 

damage in areas such as Hertzogville and 

Christiana in the Tokologo Local Municipality, 

and in the Bultfontein and Wesselsbron areas 

in the Tswelopele Local Municipality. 

According to FarmSol, a subsidiary of South 

African Breweries/AB Inbev, farmers have lost 

up to 100% of their crops in some districts. 

The company says the heavy downpours have 

also made harvesting of winter crops such as 

barley and wheat impossible. 

FarmSol is involved in the development of 

black farmers in the grain industry through the 

provision of loans and by linking farmers to a 

market through the SAB supply chain. 

What disturbs me about this situation is that 

while on the surface it looks like just a bad 

season for farmers, the medium- to long-term 

effects of such a bad season could be a lot more 

serious if these farmers do not get help. 

One obvious knock-on is a possible hike in 

food prices. Worse still is the potential threat to 

the livelihood of these farmers. 

I was on Ntate OJ Masiu’s farm just outside 

Senekal and he said he is worried about not 

being able to service his loans and the impli-

cations that has for him. (Read more on page 8.)

Clifford Mthimkulu, also from Senekal, lost 

180ha of his 500ha planting of maize and sun-

flower. “Because of wet fields, we can’t spray 

for weeds or top-dress.” This, on top of the high 

input costs farmers have endured this year, 

means they will barely survive. Clifford says with 

the cost of planting going over R15 000/ha, his 

esti ma ted loss could be more than R2.7 mil lion. 

William Matasane couldn’t get into his 100ha 

of wheat and had to write off the whole crop 

because of major quality issues. “This will be the 

most difficult season I’ve been through since 

I started my farming career. We won’t be able to 

repay our loans. My farm is financed through 

the Land Bank and I’m worried I may lose it if 

I can’t service the loan. We are pleading with 

the department to intervene urgently.”

These are only a few examples. Many more 

have been affected and their businesses are 

under threat if the govern ment and financiers 

don’t come up with a rescue plan. 

Sadly, knowing this govern ment and its 

pace in reacting to disas ters, I am not holding 

my breath. It’s no secret that the government’s 

track record with disas ter management and 

relief funds is poor. Many of the farmers hit by 

the 2015/2016 drought are still waiting for 

their drought relief.

If we are going to win in transforming and 

commercialising the black farming sector 

there is a lot that needs to change in govern-

ment’s disaster management plans for agri-

culture. If something is not done to help these 

farmers, we could lose some of our most 

excellent black farmers. 

That is not to take away from the heavy 

consequences for smallholder, and communal, 

crop and livestock farmers. I’ve been on the 

road recently and the number of animals I’ve 

seen, especially in communal areas, that are 

affected by diseases, such as lumpy skin, is 

astonishing. Where are our extension services 

who, after seeing the amount of rain, could 

have intervened by running campaigns or 

vaccination drives? 

During African Farming’s recent farmers’ 

day in Limpopo (Polokwane), attended by over 

200 livestock farmers, one could pick up from 

the engagement that there was a vacuum in 

this regard. (Read more on page 22.)

We need a functional department of agri-

culture, a decent extension service, flexibility 

from the Land Bank and municipalities that 

can react quickly and effectively to disasters, 

for our agricultural industry to thrive. 

    – PETER MASHALA

LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

‘Because of  
wet fields,  

we can’t spray 
for weeds or 
top-dress.’
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African Farming went in search of great tips, tactics and 
news to get you thinking creatively about your farming, 

and hopefully save and make you some money.

TOP FARMING 
ADVICE If you’d like to know more 

about something that appeared 
in the magazine or about any 
other farming topic, why not 

send us an email at 
 and let us 

help you find a solution? From 
animals and plants to finance 

and buying a farm – if you  
don’t know, we’ll find out!

The following question came in from a 

sheep farmer: ‘I am looking for a good 

feedlot ration for lambs. I have soya bean 

residues and dry citrus meal available. My 

lambs currently weigh 33kg at four 

months. What should I add to this ration, 

or what formulation should I use to get 

them up to 45kg in the next two months?’

Dry citrus pulp is seen as an energy 

concentrate that can replace grain in ruminant 

rations. The recommended inclusions for 

lambs are between 10% and 20%. Any more 

than this may cause a mineral imbalance and 

limit growth, among other problems.

Our consultant advises: “Soya bean hay (or 

residue) contains about 10% crude protein, 

depending on what remains after the harvest. 

It is usually included at a rate of about 10% to 

15% in a backgrounding ration. Lucerne hay, 

on the other hand, is added to the ration at 

about 20%. This is because of the higher 

crude fibre content of soya bean hay compared 

to that of lucerne hay. 

“Remember to include a natural protein 

source whenever soya bean hay is used instead 

of lucerne hay. It will compensate for the lower 

crude protein content. 

“This ration will give good growth to 

feedlot lambs:

 ■ 200kg Voermol SS200 

 ■ 50kg Voermol Procon 33 

 ■ 570kg crushed yellow maize

 ■ 150kg dried citrus pulp

 ■ 170kg chopped (10mm) soya bean hay

“Feed ad lib. Remember to allow the 

animals a 10-14-day period of adjustment by 

feeding additional hay during this time.”

Dr. Josef van Wyngaard is a technical 

consultant for Voermol Feeds.

FEEDLOT RATION 
FOR LAMBS

ACTIVITY PROGRAMME
A programme to remind the farmer of what 

needs to be done, and when, is extremely useful. 

It should be drawn up with the help of the local 

vet or animal health technician. You can use a 

four-week, 12-month table (even though it adds 

up to 48 weeks a year instead of 52). 

The programme should show what needs to 

be done in the first, second, third and fourth 

weeks of every month. This gives the farmer 

flexibility and is easy to adapt to unexpected 

events. Don’t try to set up the programme on an 

exact daily calendar because this is very inflexible. 

Always start with the lambing or kidding 

season and plan it for when available food is at 

its best for two to three months. This season 

should not last beyond six weeks. Calculate back 

five months (20 weeks) to get the approximate 

mating period, which also should last no longer 

than six weeks. Now you can identify the key 

periods for the best feeding – before and after 

kidding/lambing, and before mating. Plan 

supplementary feeding if necessary. 

Once breeding and feeding are properly 

planned, you can add weighing, condition 

scoring, dosing, dipping, and shearing 

programmes. Remember that today we don’t 

advocate fixed dosing times but recommend 

flexible examination times and then the 

treatment of animals according to their needs 

(as advised by the FAMACHA system).

Finally, put in vaccination times, injections, 

foot treatments and other actions. This is the 

plan, but just like the financial budget, it isn’t 

exactly what will happen. Record physical events 

daily in an annual diary – something that every 

farmer should have. Alternatively, write the date 

of each activity on the programme. Finally, 

remember to revise the action plan (annual 

programme) every year and be ready to modify 

it if circumstances change. 



A healthy animal does not usually become 

sick and die overnight: Disease is a process 

that develops over time. The most important 

factor in identifying and treating diseases is 

to recognise the first signs. Daily observation 

and closer examination of any animal 

showing signs of disease cannot be 

emphasised enough. Closer examination 

always includes taking the animal’s 

temperature with a rectal thermometer. If the 

temperature is 40˚C or more, you are dealing 

with an infection. If the temperature is 

normal (38.5˚C-39˚C), the farmer should 

consider other causes of disease, such as 

parasites, poisoning or feed-related 

problems. When you phone the vet, the first 

HOW TO DECIDE 
WHAT DISEASE 
YOUR ANIMALS 

HAVE

ANIMAL HEALTH

We received another question from a 

farmer, this time about planting pastures: 

“What are the best methods of establishing 

blue buffalo grass and bristle grass?”

Our consultant advises: “Plant the grass seed 

in a fine, firm, well-prepared seed bed. Culti vate 

the soil from 200-300cm deep in the autumn of 

the previous year, or as early as possible in the 

GRAZING

ESTABLISHMENT  
OF BLUE BUFFALO 

GRASS AND  
BRISTLE GRASS

EXAMPLE OF A SYSTEMATIC GUIDE

First signs of 

disease 

observed 

from a 

distance 

Head 
upright

Mouth 
clean 

Nose 
clean

Eyes 
bright

Ears 
movement

Healthy 
skin

Notes

Eating

Grazing 

Drinking 

water

Breathing 

easily

Standing 

strong 

Walking 

smoothly

Lying 

upright

Chewing &

Ruminating
Swallowing Chest Observant Front legs

Back 

legs

Closer 

examination

Dung Urination Abdomen
Tail 

movement

Temperature
Body 

condition
Skin Tail Backside

Inside eyelid Eyes Ears Nose Mouth

Neck 

and 

breast 

bone

question he (or she) will ask is: “What is the 

animal’s temperature?”

At first, there will only be a few signs that 

may help the farmer decide on the possible 

cause of the disease and the treatment. Later 

on, there can be so many signs of disease that 

the farmer trying to establish the cause will be 

totally confused. 

A systematic guide helps the farmer who is 

observing and examining an animal showing 

signs of disease. This guide will ensure all body 

systems are evaluated – thus identifying what is 

normal and what is abnormal. 

A farmer examining an animal could tick 

the relevant block in the guide if the 

observation is normal. If signs of disease are 

seen, a cross should be made in the relevant 

blocks, and abnormality can be explained in 

the space left for writing notes. The cause of 

the disease is often identified if a system 

guide is followed. With the right information 

the farmer can explain the symptoms clearly 

when asking the vet for help. One cannot 

expect veterinary support (from a distance) if 

all one can say is that the animal is sick. 

See part of the guide above as an example.
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may be narrowed to 60cm. 

“A maize planter, the tractor wheel method, 

or the specially developed blue buffalo planter 

may be used for row planting. Do not plant the 

seed at a depth greater than 5cm as this will 

slow germination and weaken the pasture 

establishment.  

“The tractor-wheel method employs the use 

of plastic pipes to spread the grass seed in front 

of a tractor tyre that tramps it down firmly to 

ensure sufficient soil-to-seed contact for 

maximum germination. The pipe is usually 

mounted vertically in front of the rear wheel, 

through which the seed is poured through 

slowly.

“The distance between the two wheels of a 

tractor is usually 1.2m. 

“Another method is to mount seed bins on 

the tractor. The bins are equipped with motor 

drives, which ensure that seed is spread evenly 

in the wheel track.  

“In some cases the tractor is used to create a 

track into which seed is spread by hand. After 

this the tractor is used to again cover the seed 

and firm the seedbed.”

Prof Chris Dannhauser is a specialist 

independent veld and pasture 

management consultant.

planting season, and incorporate lime if needed.  

“The soil should be worked lightly to conserve 

as much moisture as possible, while controlling 

weed populations and preparing a good seedbed. 

The seedbed should be fine, firm and weed-free at 

planting. Super phosphate may be worked in 

during the final land prep to raise the soil’s 

phosphorous content to about 15-20mg/kg. 

“Row planting is recommended, and the 

seed must be well pressed down, or rolled. This 

is especially advisable in areas of low rainfall, or 

of low production potential. The width of the 

inter-row space depends on the environmental 

conditions. In areas where the rainfall is 

between 400mm and 450mm an inter-row 

space of 200cm is fine. In regions where the 

rainfall is 600mm or more the inter-row space 
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OJ Masiu could easily have retired with his herd of 70 cattle when his boss sold the farm he had 
worked on for 32 years. But OJ loved farming and he had a dream of running his own farm and 
building something to leave his children. Now 65, OJ is growing a farming business with his two 

sons. Peter Mashala caught up with OJ and his sons on their farm outside Senekal.

ABOVE: OJ Masiu bought Driekoppen 
indirectly from his former boss, Johan 
Schimper, through the government’s 
Proactive Land Acquisition Strategy.

 

 

FROM FARMWORKER TO FARMER  
– ONE MAN FOLLOWS HIS DREAM

T
he importance of diversity in 

farming cannot be under-

estimated, according to ex pe-

rien ced farmer OJ Masiu. A 

native of Bloemfontein who 

moved to the Free State’s 

Marquard area, OJ spent al-

most 40 years working on farms in the region. 

He worked for the Schimper family on their 

mixed farming operation in Marquard for 32 

years. The Schimpers ran a dairy, beef, sheep 

and grain enterprise where OJ gained valuable 

experience and learned about diversifying in an 

agricultural operation. These lessons have  

proven invaluable, especially now when the 

farm is facing crop failure as heavy rain and 

flooding devastate many parts of the province. 

NOT READY TO RETIRE
In 2007 OJ’s employer, Danie Schimper,  

decided to sell his farm. Instead of retiring,  

OJ grabbed the opportunity to follow his 

dream and build his own family’s legacy. 

“I had seen how the families I worked for 

benefitted from the stability of generational 

businesses. I dreamt of doing this for my family 

too,” recalls OJ. 

Today, after years of hardship, he runs a 

mixed farming operation with his sons, Bush 

and Vincent, on the farm Driekoppen just out-

side Senekal in the Free State. They rent the 

farm from the state on a 30-year lease and 

have an option to buy. 

Financial difficulties forced OJ’s parents to 

take him out of school at the end of his first 

school year. In 1979, he started working on a 

dairy farm where cows were still milked by 

hand. “After a few years, I moved to Mike 

Schimper’s farm in the early eighties,” recalls 

OJ. There he worked in the lands learning the 

ins and outs of grain production, from tractor 

operation to planting and har vesting. In 1985, 

 LOCATION  

Senekal, 

Free State
••
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when he got his driver’s license, he began to 

drive grain transport trucks, shipping grain 

from the lands to the silos. 

Mike Schimper passed away in 1986, leaving 

behind his wife, Ina, and her two young sons, 

Johan and Danie. After Mike’s death Ina ran 

the farm and OJ took on more responsibilities. 

“I became an all-rounder working in grain pro-

duction, livestock management and in the 

dairy. I learned a lot about farming cattle, 

sheep, grain and dairy,” remembers OJ. 

FINDING HELP FROM FRIENDS
Johan and Danie took over the farm after Ina’s 

death and OJ stayed on with Danie when  

Johan went out on his own. Then, in 2007, 

Danie decided to sell the farm. 

“I asked him if he would consider selling it to 

me. Our plan was for me to buy it through the 

govern ment’s LRAD programme,” says OJ. 

While waiting for the LRAD process to go 

through, Danie leased grazing to OJ so that he 

could run the animals he had accumulated over 

the years. Unfortunately, the LRAD sale did not 

go through. OJ’s five-year lease period came to 

an end in 2011. Danie sold the farm privately 

and OJ needed to find a place for his mixed 

herd of 72 Nguni and Drakensberger cattle. A 

friend, Eugine Morakabi, offered him grazing 

on his farm in the same area. Unfortunately, 

Eugine passed away the following year and an-

other friend, Mokgethi Mohapi, a contact of 

Eugene’s, took OJ in in 2012. 

“I’ll forever be grateful to these two gentle-

men. They changed my life and taught me 

many things about livestock farming. I came to 

know of organisations like Nerpo, and I met 

many other farmers through them,” says OJ. 

Johan Schimper had heard about OJ losing 

out on his brother Danie’s offer and so Johan 

offered (to sell) Driekoppen, a 698ha farm he 

was no longer using, to the state on the condi-

tion that it be bought for OJ. The sale was final-

ised in 2017 through the government’s Proac-

tive Land Acquisition Strategy (Plas). 

When OJ moved onto Driekoppen, he had 

about 80 mixed breed cattle, including heifers 

and young calves. “I crossed my Nguni and 

Drakensberger cows to a Simbra bull to im-

prove the quality of my livestock. I wanted to 

add more meat to the Nguni because the feed-

lots don’t like Nguni weaners,” he explains. 

A DIFFICULT START
Moving to the new farm was a big adjustment 

for OJ and his family. Because it hadn’t been 

farmed in a while, the farm needed a lot of 

work to bring it back to productivity. “We had 

to repair the house and the infrastructure, and 

rehabilitate the land,” OJ remembers. The farm 

was infested with the invasive bankruptbush 

(slangbos). Fortunately, the Free State Depart-

ment of Agriculture and Rural Development, 

through their land care programme, helped OJ 

clear the invasive slangbos. 

Grain planting only began in the 2018/2019 

season. The late arrival of government-supplied 

seed, part of a support package, delayed maize 

planting and the crop did not do well. 

OJ run two Bonsmara bulls and a Simbra 
bull to serve their two breeding herds. 
OJ likes the Simbra because he can bring 
more meat to the Nguni mix.

OJ says smaller-scale farmers like him rely heavily on contractors as they do not have their 
own machinery and equipment. He thinks it is important to have your own equipment 
so that you can plant on time. He has now been able to buy two second hand John Deere 
tractors and other implements. PHOTOS: PETER MASHALA

Bonsmara cows graze a camp dominated by 
Smuts finger grass. This is a highly palatable 
and nutritious grass, versatile enough to 
be grazed as a green pasture, foggaged in 
autumn and winter, and cut for hay. 
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Bush Masiu (left), seen here with his father, OJ, is the family representative on the 
Sernick Group’s Emerging Farmer Development Programme. 

“We planted in late December and the 

crop was caught by an early frost, so our yields 

were poor,” recalls OJ. But yields were good 

from the sunflower crop, which helped OJ pay 

the contractors and buy a second-hand bakkie. 

“I didn’t have a single implement; I had to use 

contractors for everything, so I made no profit 

that year,” he explains. 

Johan came through once again for OJ in the 

2020/2021 season, lending him the equipment 

to prepare the lands and plant on time. “Our 

planting season starts mid-November after the 

September rains. We prepare the land in Octo-

ber and plant in November,” he says. 

January is the month for sunflower planting. 

“Because sunflower doesn’t need a lot of  

water, we plant it after the heavy rains, which 

fall mostly between November and December, 

have passed,” he adds. He planted 117ha to 

maize and 50ha to sunflower. His average 

maize yield last season was 5t/ha and his sun-

flower yield was just under 2t/ha. 

“We were able to buy two second-hand 

75kW John Deere tractors, another bakkie and 

some implements,” says OJ.

HEAVY RAIN BRINGS 
FLOODING
The 2021/2022 season got off to a bad start. 

Grain SA loaned OJ funds for the season, as 

part of its grain farmer development pro-

gramme. But land prep and planting were de-

layed by ongoing machinery breakdowns. Then 

heavy rain caught the young maize and the 

soya beans and the crops barely survived the 

flooding. “We had already planted 40ha of 

maize and 78ha of soya beans. The crop was 

under water for quite some time and doesn’t 

look like it’s going to do well,” says OJ. “The 

soya bean lands were infested with weeds, and 

we couldn’t even go into the fields to spray,” 

he adds. OJ says if they had prepared and 

planted earlier the plants would have been a 

little more mature and would possibly have sur-

vived the rains. 

He says the biggest challenge for smaller- 

scale farmers like him is the lack of equipment, 

which makes them heavily dependent on con-

tractors. “If I had my own equipment, I could 

have planted on time and would not have been 

as badly affected. It was so wet we couldn’t 

even plant the sunflower crop,” he says. OJ has 

managed to plant 118ha of the 311ha he ori-

ginally planned to plant. “I’ve never seen so 

much rain in this area. Our average annual rain-

fall is 640-680mm. The season isn’t over yet 

and we have already had 1 000mm.”

THE BENEFITS OF  
A MIXED OPERATION
They expect poor yields from the grain opera-

tion and OJ says they must now depend on the 

livestock to keep afloat, at least until next sea-

son. There are 110 breeding cows separated 

into two herds – one herd of 50 Bonsmaras and 

the other herd of 60 Ngunis and Drakensber-

gers. “We run two Bonsmara bulls and a Sim-

bra bull with the mixed herd,” explains OJ. 

They also keep about 150 breeding Mutton 

Merino ewes and OJ speculates with sheep for 

extra cash, which helps with running the farm. 

OJ feels diversity is the key to survival in a small 

operation like his. 

He is part of the Sernick Group’s Emerging 

Farmer Development Programme. His son Bush 

is in the programme and has gone through all 

the training. “We are on tier 3 of the pro-

gramme and were the beneficiaries of 35 Bons-

mara cows and a bull.” He says although he 

loves the Bonsmara, he is not ready to take the 

Nguni completely out of his herd. 

“I’m impressed by the hardiness and fertility 

of Ngunis. They hardly ever need help with calv-

ing compared to other breeds. I’ve assisted with 

several calvings on the farm but never with 

Nguni cows,” he says. He says his Nguni/Simbra 

A mobile water tank is essential to dilute chemicals in the field during spraying and for 
farmers to fight fires with any success. Bush says veld fires are very common in their area 
and are the biggest threat to grazing.

OJ says his wife, Agnes, has made the 
biggest contribution to his success and 
has given him her unwavering support.  
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The Masius keep 
about 150 breeding 
Mutton Merino ewes. 
OJ says that diversity 
is the key to survival 
in a small operation.

cross weaners are looking good and he now 

gets decent prices for them at weaner auctions.

LIVESTOCK MANAGEMENT
The two herds are run separately on different 

sections of the 380ha grazing area. “We rotate 

the animals through 12 large camps. We don’t 

graze the camps for longer than three months 

at a time and may move through faster de-

pending on veld condition. We usually have 

enough grazing year-round,” says Bush, who 

manages the livestock operation. “We reserve 

at least four camps for winter and after har-

vesting, we use our maize lands for supple-

mentary foraging.” 

Veld fires, says Bush, are very common in 

their area and are the biggest threat to grazing. 

“This year we are going to cut and bale grass to 

build a fodder bank in case of fires.” 

The breeding season runs from December to 

February. “One season works for us as we 

don’t have enough animals for two breeding 

seasons,” he explains. According to Bush, they 

need very little extra feed because they have 

enough grass. “We put licks down (summer 

and winter) at the appropriate times and the 

cattle have salt blocks year-round,” he adds.

The Masius stick to a strict animal pro-

gramme designed by the Sernick Group. 

“Before the rainy season began, between 

August and September, we vaccinated for 

lumpy skin, black quarter and Rift Valley fever,” 

explains Bush. For internal parasites, they use 

Ivomec at least twice a year, and to treat exter-

nal parasites they dip twice a month, especially 

now after the heavy rains. 

“Working with my sons is a blessing. I am an 

old school farmer with experience and they 

bring in some of the new technologies and 

knowledge that complements my experience,” 

says OJ. He says they plan to get the farm fully 

operational so that they can expand the busi-

ness and buy more land to build a farming leg-

acy for future generations of Masius. 

 UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL…  

OJ MASIU

WHAT IS THE BEST ADVICE YOU 
HAVE EVER BEEN GIVEN?
“Never give up, no matter what life 

throws at you.”

IF THERE IS ONE THING 
YOU COULD HAVE DONE 
DIFFERENTLY, WHAT WOULD  
IT HAVE BEEN? 
“Getting more formal agricultural 

training to upgrade my knowledge  

and skills.”

WHAT HAS BEEN YOUR SINGLE 
BIGGEST SUCCESS TO DATE? 
“Going from being a farm employee  

to a farm owner has been my  

greatest achievement.”

WHO HAS MADE THE  
BIGGEST CONTRIBUTION  
TO YOUR SUCCESS?
“My wife, Agnes, who has given me 

her unwavering support. But there 

are others too. I wouldn’t have made 

it to where I am now without Eugine 

Morakabi, Mokgethi Mohapi and 

Johan Schimper.”

WHAT KIND OF RELATIONSHIP 
DO YOU HAVE WITH YOUR 
NEIGHBOURING FARMERS AND 
WHAT ROLE HAVE THEY PLAYED 
IN YOUR SUCCESS? 
“We have a good relationship with our 

neighbours. This is very important as 

your neighbours are your eyes and ears 

when you are away. In an emergency, 

they become the first responders.”

WAS IT A STRUGGLE TO GET 
FINANCING AND WHAT ADVICE 
DO YOU HAVE FOR ANYONE 
LOOKING FOR MONEY?
“The struggle is real, especially if 

you don’t have the assets to serve as 

collateral. Farmers looking for financial 

help should look into the possibility of 

making agreements with commercial 

farmers and splitting the harvest until 

they are on their feet.”

WHAT ROLE HAVE INPUT 
SUPPLIERS, LIKE ANIMAL  
HEALTH COMPANIES,  
PLAYED IN YOUR BUSINESS? 
“They’ve played a huge role. They offer 

a lot of support, including soil testing 

and analysing to see which cultivars will 

perform best on your farm.”

IF THERE WAS A SINGLE PIECE 
OF ADVICE YOU COULD GIVE 
THE MINISTER OF AGRICULTURE, 
WHAT WOULD IT BE?
“Make sure aspiring farmers get a 

stimulus package when you are helping 

them with land.” 

HOW IMPORTANT IS ORGANISED 
AGRICULTURE, SUCH AS RPO/
NERPO/GRAIN SA, AND WHAT 
ROLE DO THESE ORGANISATIONS 
PLAY IN YOUR BUSINESS?
Organised agriculture has played  

an important role in our business. 

Having commodity-specific 

organisations like Nerpo and Grain SA 

helps bring farmers and stakeholders 

together to find solutions.
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When their family farm was on the brink of being repossessed 
by the Land Bank, Pienaar and Mavis Motlokwa made some 
serious sacrifices to save it. The husband-and-wife team put 
their blood, sweat and tears into starting again and are now 

seeing the light at the end of the tunnel. Peter Mashala 
spoke to them on their farm between Kestell and Harrismith.

Pienaar and Mavis Motlokwa inherited 
Java, a farm of 463ha, in 2013. They run 
a small-scale mixed operation consisting 
of dairy, beef and layers, and they grow 
maize and beans on 55ha while they rent 
out the remaining 65ha of arable land.
PHOTOS: PETER MASHALA

 

 

UNDEFEATED 
BY ADVERSITY

I
n 2013 Pienaar and Mavis Motlokwa in-

herited the 463ha farm Java after Pien-

aar’s dad, Jan, passed away. Along with 

the land they also inherited a Land Bank 

debt of R240 000. With repossession by 

the Land Bank looming over their heads, 

the couple sold everything they had on 

the farm, including livestock and machinery, to 

pay the debt. “We had to start from scratch. 

We milked our 12 old dairy cows by hand just 

to survive,” recalls Mavis, the Sernick Group’s 

2019 Emerging Female Farmer of the Year.

The couple now run a small-scale mixed  

operation with dairy, beef and poultry, and 

they grow maize and beans on 55ha of their 

120ha of arable land. “We lease out the re-

maining 65ha to a commercial farmer who 

grows maize,” explains Mavis.

A LONG HISTORY
Jan Motlokwa, Pienaar’s dad, bought the farm 

in 1989 from the then Qwaqwa government. 

After many years of working for Sasol in Sasol-

burg, Jan started working on farms in the Reitz 

district before going into the taxi business 

where he was introduced to farming by his 

farming colleagues. “He leased a few hectares 

where he grew maize until he had the oppor-

tunity to buy this farm,” explains Pienaar. That 

year Pienaar joined his dad on the farm to help 

him run a mixed dairy, beef and grain (wheat, 

dry beans and maize) operation on 120ha. 

“We lived in Qwaqwa and commuted to the 

farm every day,” Pienaar remembers.

In 1996, after Pienaar married Mavis, Jan 

insisted that the newly-weds live fulltime on 

the farm. The move was not a big adjustment 

for Mavis, who was raised on a farm in Kwa-

Zulu-Natal. “I grew up on a farm, which I only 

left after matric when I found a job in Qwa-

qwa, where I met Pienaar,” explains Mavis. 

She adds that although she didn’t know 

much about farming, she was no stranger to 

the lifestyle. “My father-in-law was a good 

man who made sure that I didn’t feel like an 

outsider. He insisted that here on the farm 

I  wasn’t a wife or a daughter-in-law, but a 

business partner,” says Mavis. Jan put Mavis  

in charge of all the admin because she had 

matric, while he and Pienaar worked outside.

OVERCOMING ADVERSITY
After Jan’s death in 2013, the couple inherited 

a R240 000 debt with the Land Bank which 

was threatening to repossess the farm if they 

didn’t pay up immediately. To save the farm, 

Pienaar and Mavis sold all their agricultural as-

sets and leased the farm out for three years 

while they survived on milk sales from 12 old 

dairy cows they had not been able to sell. 

“We milked by hand to survive and we 

managed to stay on the farm,” says Mavis. 

Poor resources and old cows meant the litres-

per-day were low but fortunately, their milk 

buyer, Nestlé, supported them and took their 

milk. “We couldn’t afford feed bills and our 

milk yield was about 100 litres every second 

day,” says Mavis. “The cows were on the veld 

because we did not have the money to plant 

maize for silage or to buy dairy meal.” They 

used a generator to cool the milk as the farm 

had no electricity. 

Money was so tight that Mavis had to find a 

 LOCATION  

Between Kestell and 

Harrismith, Free State

••
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job off the farm. So, in 2014, she started as a 

volunteer at a local crèche in Diyatalawa. 

While she worked as a volunteer, she studied 

for a diploma in early childhood teaching. 

“Once I had graduated, I was lucky enough 

to find a job teaching Grade R in Diyatalawa,” 

she says. The teacher’s salary made a huge dif-

ference and meant that Pienaar and Mavis 

could take bigger steps towards rebuilding 

their business. They used the milk money to 

replace old cows with younger animals and 

started feeding which boosted milk yields. 

In 2014 they were introduced to Milk SA, 

which assisted them through training and later 

helped them acquire ten more cows through 

the development programme they ran to sup-

port small black-owned dairies. 

“My brother-in-law joined my husband on 

the farm to help as he could no longer work 

on his own,” remembers Mavis. “I helped my 

husband with record-keeping, which I did in 

the mornings before I went to work and in the 

afternoons when I came home.” 

STEADY PROGRESS
In 2016 Pienaar’s brother passed away, which 

left him alone on the farm once more. When 

Mavis saw that he was not coping, she had to 

make a life-changing decision. 

“I decided to quit work and rejoin him full-

time on the farm,” she says. But before that 

happened Mavis decided she needed to upskill 

herself so that she could add value to their 

business. “I went to a farmer’s day at the  

Sernick Group’s farm where I learnt about the 

agricultural courses they offered. My husband 

and I agreed that I would leave work and study 

farming.” Assisted by the Sernick Group, she 

completed the NQF 3 and 4 animal-production 

courses and then did the VKB course in plant 

and pasture management. She also attended 

several other short courses through the Milk 

Producer’s Organisation (MPO) and the Feed-

lotters Association. 

By this time, they were milking 20 cows and 

producing 300 liters every second day, which 

Nestlé was still taking. Mavis explains that 

Nestlé gave them technical support too. “We 

learnt to make our own silage from home-

grown maize,” she adds. This happened after 

they had negotiated with the commercial 

farmer, Kobus Fourie, who was leasing their 

lands. “We had no machinery or implements 

so we agreed that instead of paying us he 

would help us plant, using our seed and ferti-

liser,” Pienaar says. The Motlokwas now use 

about 60ha while Kobus uses the other 60ha. 

In 2016 Milk SA again brought much- 

needed relief to Pienaar and Mavis by instal -

ling electricity on the farm and setting up a 

four-point milking parlour. “They have been 

very helpful, and we are grateful for their sup-

port,” says Mavis.

INCREASING PRODUCTION
The Motlokwas milk 35 cows and their yield is 

now 350 litres a day. In the next few months 

their milking herd numbers will grow to 70 

cows. “We have 35 pregnant heifers that will 

be in production in a few months,” says Mavis. 

They keep numbers down because they 

have a small four-point milking parlour and do 

not have the funds to plant more home-grown 

feed. “More cows will mean more hours in the 

parlour,” says Mavis. They milk from 5am to 

7am and from 3pm to 5pm. 

Cows go onto the veld in summer and are 

supplemented with crushed yellow maize, lu-

cerne, salt, dairy meal and Master 20 twice a 

day. “Every cow gets 5kg in the morning and 

another 5kg in the evening,” says Mavis. In 

winter the cows get ad lib silage and stay in 

the kraal, except for 30 minutes a day when 

they go out onto planted oats. “Each cow 

The Motlokwas keep two bulls on the 
farm, one for the dairy herd and one for 
the beef herd. 

Mavis says they rear their own calves as 
replacement heifers to grow the numbers 
while they are building their herd size.  

The Motlokwas have started repaying their loan on the 35 cattle they received from 
Sernick. They plan to grow their herd to 50 breeding cows by next year. 

Pienaar and Mavis rent out about 65ha of their arable land to a commercial farmer, Kobus 
Fourie, who helps them plant their own 55ha, mainly to silage maize. 
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gets between 25kg and 30kg of silage daily 

on top of the daily grain supplement.” 

The herd is TB tested every second year as 

per the mandatory state requirement. “Nestle 

won’t take our milk if we can’t prove that our 

animals are TB free,” stresses Mavis. 

GROWTH OPPORTUNITY
The Motlokwas intend to grow the operation 

to 150 cows-in-milk, which is the maximum 

number they can carry. They will expand  

gra dually, depending on finances. Mavis ex-

plains that although the dairy does not bring 

huge profits into the business, it is a necessary 

pillar in the operation because it provides 

much- needed cash flow. “We have a secure 

monthly milk income that helps us pay bills 

and salaries,” explains Mavis. They employ six 

permanent staff members. 

They are also growing their beef cattle 

opera tion as they work towards running the 

farm at full capacity. They have started repay-

ing the loan on the 35 cattle they received 

from Sernick. “We’ve delivered our first batch 

of bull calves to Sernick and are getting ready 

to put 19 heifers from the original herd to the 

bull this year. Next year we will have about 50 

cows in production,” explains Mavis. She says 

the farm can carry about 100 to 120 cows. 

When the time is right and resources are 

available, Mavis says they would like to use all 

the arable land themselves. 

“Once we start earning money from our 

grain production, I will be able to increase my 

small layer operation of 115 hens. We sell eggs 

on the farm and in Qwaqwa. We also have 

about 10 sheep, which is an opportunity for 

future growth,” she says. 

Mavis and Pienaar are living proof that there 

is no circumstance too difficult to survive and 

overcome. We, at African Farming, take our 

hats off to this farming couple.  

Milk SA 
helped 
Mavis and 
Pienaar 
set up a 
four-point 
milking 
parlour after 
many years 
of milking 
by hand due 
to a lack of 
resources.

The Motlokwas produce 350 liters a day 
from 35 cows. They milk twice a day from 
5am to 7am and again from 3pm to 5pm. 

 UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL…  

MAVIS MOTLOKWA

WHAT IS THE BEST ADVICE YOU 
HAVE EVER BEEN GIVEN?
That I should treat farming as a 

business like any other business. 

IF THERE WAS ONE THING 
YOU COULD HAVE DONE 
DIFFERENTLY, WHAT WOULD  
IT HAVE BEEN? 
I would have hired more young  

people, who are easier to train. 

WHAT HAS BEEN YOUR SINGLE 
BIGGEST SUCCESS TO DATE? 
Recovering from our setbacks and 

managing to hire six permanent 

employees who are now able to 

support their families. 

WAS IT A STRUGGLE TO  
GET FINANCING AND  
WHAT ADVICE DO YOU  
HAVE FOR ANYONE  
LOOKING FOR MONEY? 
It is still a problem for us. My advice 

would be that they must have a good, 

professionally done business plan and 

proper financial statements. 

WHO HAS MADE THE  
BIGGEST CONTRIBUTION  
TO YOUR SUCCESS? 
My late father-in-law, Jan, my 

husband, Pienaar, the Sernick Group, 

particularly Patrick Sekwatlakwatla, 

Milk SA and Nestlé.

WHAT KIND OF RELATIONSHIP 
DO YOU HAVE WITH YOUR 
NEIGHBOURING FARMERS AND 
WHAT ROLE HAVE THEY PLAYED 
IN YOUR SUCCESS? 
We have a very good relationship, 

especially with the older farmers in 

this area who are always eager to 

give me advice. They are supportive 

and like parents to me. 

WHAT ROLE HAVE INPUT 
SUPPLIERS, LIKE ANIMAL  
HEALTH COMPANIES, PLAYED  
IN THE BUSINESS? 
They don’t play any role. Once they 

realise you have no money, they steer 

clear of you. The relationship is just 

an over-the-counter one. 

IF THERE WAS A SINGLE PIECE 
OF ADVICE YOU COULD GIVE 
THE MINISTER OF AGRICULTURE, 
WHAT WOULD IT BE?
Develop proper support packages 

for different categories of farmers, 

from startups to commercial farmers. 

Develop a good monitoring and 

evaluation process and train those 

that need training. Lastly, know and 

understand your farmers, that’s the 

only way you’ll be able to help them. 

HOW IMPORTANT HAS 
ORGANISED AGRICULTURE,  
LIKE RPO/NERPO/AFASA, BEEN  
IN YOUR BUSINESS? 
These guys play a significant role, 

especially in terms of information 

and networks. 
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Hay remains a key strategy to get your animals through the 
winter. Farmers have several options, and if some basic pitfalls 

can be avoided, good success can be achieved.

In large areas of the country, 
South Africa’s climate makes 
it possible to cut fodder crops, 
dry it naturally and bale it as hay.  
PHOTO: MARIEKE SNYMAN

 

 

HAY, STANDING  
HAY AND SILAGE

 

 OVERWINTERING IN THE SUMMER RAINFALL REGIONS

T
he strategy of using hay, 

foggage (standing hay) and 

silage to keep animals fed 

during winter in the summer 

rainfall areas, has long been 

part of cattle farming. 

The cost of making hay and 

silage is the same regardless of whether the 

quality is good or bad, so it makes sense to go 

for quality. Successful overwintering is all 

about feeding animals with high nutritional 

needs at a time when there is not enough 

nutrient value in the veld. 

Good quality and feed value are core 

principles in stored winter feed. It is not worth 

sacrificing quality for bulk, especially when 

doing this means the loss of nutritional value.

HAY 
Hay is a key forage for feeding animals through 

the winter. And making good hay is not 

difficult, provided the basic haymaking rules 

are observed. 

The quality of hay depends on the following: 

 ■ The quality of the grass to be cut and baled. 

Legumes, such as lucerne and poor man’s lucerne, 

are popular choices because they make good 

quality hay. Grass has a lower nutritional value 

than legumes but there are grass species that 

make good quality hay. The most popular summer 

grasses used in haymaking are tef, Smuts finger 

grass, white buffalo grass, Rhodes grass and 

bristle grass. Winter grasses such as oats and rye 

grass may also by cut for hay. Soil types and rainfall 

will usually dictate the type of hay to be used. 

 ■ Leaf to stem ratio  

The more leafy the hay, the better its quality. 

Leaf to stem ratio, growth stage at mowing, 

cultivar type and the percentage of leaf lost 

between cutting and baling will all influence 

hay quality. The best time to mow grass is 

during active plant growth while the seed is 

still sheathed. Lucerne should be cut for hay at 

the 10% flowering stage. The problem is that 

the plant could be past the 10% flowering 

stage but not appear to be so because of 

insects feeding on the flowers. A better guide 

is to look at the new shoots that grow from 

the crown of the plant. As soon as these 

shoots appear, cut the lucerne. The farmer 

who waits too long to cut will pay for it by 

losing the next cycle of growth. In the case 

of poor man’s lucerne, cutting should start as 

soon as seed begins to fall. 

 ■ Timing and techniques 

Hay that is left on the land may be damaged 

by wind, leached by rain and suffer a 

breakdown of nutrients by overexposure to 

sunlight. It is best to cut, dry and bale on the 

same day. Thick stemmed plants take longer 

to dry, so the hay should be aerated. Take 

weather into account and check forecasts 
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before you schedule a date for mowing. In 

the case of lucerne, bale in the early morning 

when leaf loss is minimised by the dew. 

 ■ Moisture content of plant material 

at baling 

Moisture content should be between 10% and 

20% to stop mould from forming. Mould can 

lead to animal mortalities caused by fungi that 

produce aflotoxins. 

 ■ Soil fertility 

The soil fertility of haylands drops with time 

because the crop is constantly taken off the 

land. This means there is no nutrient recycling 

like there is when livestock grazes a pasture 

and therefore from time to time the farmer will 

need to put fertiliser down. Take out the soil 

fertility guesswork by sending soil samples off 

for analysis so that fertilisation is on the mark. 

 ■ Clean hay 

Potentially good hay is often contaminated by 

weeds, so make sure haylands are weed-free 

when they are established. Good quality hay 

is green, leafy, contains minimal weeds, has 

a neutral smell (strange and pungent smells 

are not desirable) and is not mouldy. It is good 

practice to analyse the nutrient content of the 

hay. This will indicate whether the animals 

need supplements.

STANDING HAY
Standing hay, or foggage, is hay that is not cut 

but is left to stand on the land so that it can be 

directly grazed by the animals after it has 

frosted off. There are no cutting and baling 

costs. The disadvantage of standing hay is that 

the quality may be reduced. However, in most 

cases, this problem can be successfully over-

come by feeding supplementary licks. 

Practices to get standing hay to a fair quality 

include the following: 

 ■ Choosing the right crop 

The best crops to foggage are those that 

keep their quality and palatability at a mature 

growth stage and after they have been 

frosted off. Grasses such as bristle grass, 

Smuts finger grass and maize are popular 

choices. Lucerne is also used. 

 ■ When to foggage hay

Mature plant material has a poor leaf to 

stem ratio and the pasture should not be too 

advanced in its growth stage at frosting off. 

Plants that are still leafy when it starts to frost 

are ideal. For good results graze or mow the 

planted pasture at the end of February and 

leave it after that as standing hay. 

 ■ Fertilising

As in the case of hay, it is best to send off 

a soil sample for analysis and then fertilise 

accordingly. 

 ■ Foggaged lucerne 

This high-value legume is gaining ground as 

a standing hay crop. Lucerne is associated 

with frothy bloat and prussic acid poisoning 

and is usually not considered a grazing 

crop. However, these problems are almost 

completely eliminated once the lucerne has 

been frosted off. 

Niel Schoombee and Jan Theron, farmers in 

the Middelburg district of the Eastern Cape, 

have grazed foggaged lucerne for many 

years. Niel discovered the value of lucerne as 

standing hay accidentally when his Dorper 

sheep went through a fence into a lucerne 

land and started grazing the lucerne that had 

been frosted off. He was pleasantly surprised 

when his sheep did not die. 

These farmers recommend the following 

course of action: 

Leave the last cut of the season on the land 

to be frosted off. The lucerne should be at 

knee height when the first frosts arrive. The 

shorter the lucerne at the first frost, the less 

standing hay there will be and the less feed 

for the livestock.  

Before the animals go in, the tops of the 

lucerne should be frosted white. At this 

Maize is the most popular silage crop. 
Good quality maize silage has a slightly 
sour, fermented smell but odour should be 
minimal.  PHOTO: JOHAN COETSEE

Exclude air properly if material is ensiled. 
The fineness of the material plays a 
significant role in the success of this 
method. PHOTO: CHARL VAN ROOYEN

Sale bulls grazing in a Smuts finger grass 
pasture. Smuts finger grass is a highly 
palatable and nutritious grass versatile 
enough to be grazed as a green pasture, 
foggaged in autumn and winter, and cut 
for hay. PHOTO: CHRIS JOOSTE
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It is best to rake mown hay after the dew has dried off and then wait an hour or two 
before baling. Hay should not be left on the land for more than a day before baling. 
PHOTO: ARCHIVE

stage the danger of bloat and prussic acid 

poisoning will be completely over. Initially, 

when it is cold and still frosting regularly, 

switch to alternate pastures. Later when it 

starts to get warmer and the lucerne begins 

to shoot, put the animals on a continuous 

grazing regime that keeps the lucerne as 

short as possible. Unless there is continuous 

grazing at this stage, the plants will grow 

taller than 5cm and the problems of bloat and 

prussic acid poisoning will recur. The weather 

will dictate when to stop grazing. In colder 

regions where there is still frost in October 

lucerne may be grazed until mid-October. 

A carrying capacity of about 10 ewes/ha 

for 60 days is possible with dryland lucerne 

and one of 45 ewes/ha for 60 days with 

irrigated lucerne. The cultivars SA Standard 

and SA Select are recommended because 

both are relatively dormant in the winter. 

Avoid non-dormant lucerne cultivars. They 

do not frost off properly and can cause bloat 

or prussic acid poisoning. 

SILAGE
Once the silage is in the pit, fermentation of 

the ensiled material takes place and sugar is 

converted to lactic acid by anaerobic microbes. 

Lactic acid lowers the silage pH, which acts as 

a preservative. 

Silage quality is determined by the following:

 ■ The sugar content of the crop 

Most grain species can be ensiled but maize is 

the most popular choice and makes the best 

silage. Even lucerne and grass may be ensiled. 

A high sugar content means more lactic acid, 

fast-acting preservation and high-quality 

silage. If the sugar content of the crop is too 

low, additional sugars and bacteria (in the 

form of inoculants) must be added or there 

will not be enough lactic acid produced to 

preserve the silage properly. 

 ■ Harvesting at the right moisture content

The ideal moisture content at ensiling is  

60% to 70%. If the moisture content is too 

high, nutrients may be leached from the 

silage. Too much moisture may also lead 

to rotting during which micro organisms 

produce micotoxins. If the moisture is too 

low, fermentation is greatly reduced and  

the silage will be of a low quality. 

 ■ Proper compaction

Extract as much air as possible to get 

optimal silage quality. The size of the plant 

material plays a role here and finer material 

is preferable. The recommended minimum 

compaction is 600kg/m3. It is essential to 

seal the silage pit (or heap) properly to 

protect it from the air outside the pit. Long, 

narrow silage bunkers usually produce the 

best results. 

 ■ When to cut silage

Top quality silage comes from ensiling the 

material at the right moisture and sugar 

content. In maize a rough guide is when 

the so-called milk line of the maize kernel 

is halfway to two thirds of the way up the 

outside of the kernel. The milk line separates 

the moist part of the kernel from the drier, 

firmer part. 

 ■ Pit management

The best way is to take out just enough 

silage for one day. The silage face should be 

as straight as possible to minimise aerobic 

activity. An uneven face has greater surface 

exposure. A smooth, straight face ensures 

reduced exposure for the silage still in the 

pit. As soon as the silage is exposed to the 

air, the feed value is reduced and there may 

also be a danger of micotoxin production, 

which is deadly to animals. Once the silage 

has been taken out, the cutting face must be 

resealed. Silage of good quality has a slightly 

sour, fruity aroma. The hallmarks of poor 

silage are aromas that smell like rancid butter, 

ammonia, burnt sugar or tobacco. There 

should be no watery effluent from silage 

when it is squeezed and no sign of mould of 

fungi. Recommended practice is to send a 

sample off to the lab for analysis. 

Dr. Louis du Pisani is an independent agri-

cultural consultant who works in the fields of 

cattle, veld and financial management. For 

more info, email Ldupisani@gmail.com.

Lucerne is gaining ground as a choice for standing hay (foggage). Farmers who foggage 
lucerne say the last cut of the season should be left on the land until it has been frosted 
off before animals are sent out to graze it. PHOTO: LUCILLE BOTHA
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Byron Booysen, of the TV reality show Boer soek ’n vrou 
(Farmer seeks a wife) fame, is a keen and dedicated tunnel 
farmer. Help in the form of mentorship from commercial 

farmers, and finance from the Western Province government 
has made it possible for Byron to grow a vegetable farming 
operation that provides food for local markets and creates 

jobs in his community reports Michelle van der Spuy.

Byron plans to triple his production in 
his tunnel vegetable operation which 
has grown from an area of 1.2ha to 
one of 1.8ha.

P
opulation growth and global 

warming are a growing threat to 

food security and have put 

farmers under pressure like  

never before to produce more, 

even as available agricultural 

land shrinks. Byron Booysen of 

Booysen’s Tunnel Farming is one farmer who 

puts his energy, skills and resources into 

farming as efficiently as possible with the 

resources he has.  

Byron started farming seven years ago, in 

four tunnels on 1.2ha of leased land in 

Kraaifontein, outside Cape Town. Each tunnel 

covers 384m2. Then, two years ago, he decided 

to expand. His first step was to apply for 

finance from the Western Cape’s department 

of agriculture.  

Once the finance was approved, Byron put 

in three additional tunnels that took up 816m2 

of land. The total area under tunnel is now 

3 680m2 on a farm of 1.8ha. 

Prior to expanding his operation, Byron had 

seasonal yields of 45 tons to 50 tons of 

tomatoes and 5 tons of other fresh produce 

including sweet peppers, chillies and spinach. 

He predicts that he will be able to triple  

his production with the increased area  

under tunnel. 

He farms to get the most out of seasonal 

opportunity and market demand. In summer 

he grows high-value tomatoes and cucumbers, 

and in winter he focuses on produce in 

demand in the local community, including cash 

crops like spinach. 

“It costs a lot less to sell produce locally, so 

doing this saves me money,” he explains. 

According to Byron, aspiring and upcoming 

farmers, especially tunnel farmers, should plan 

planting and harvesting times so that they can 

market their produce before the large-scale 

commercial farmers get their crops out. 

“This is a way to get a good price for your 

product,” he says. 

Byron sells his produce mainly to bakkie 

.LOCATION.   

Kraaifontein, 

Western Cape
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traders and to the Cape Town fresh 

produce market. 

“At this stage I have no fixed rules about 

which outlets I market through. I’ll decide on 

whether to keep selling through these outlets 

once I know what my production for the 

coming season looks like. I still have quite a bit 

of wiggle room with volumes and prices, 

which I wouldn’t have with fixed contracts. 

I don’t really struggle to sell my produce.”

HOW THE SYSTEM WORKS
Byron uses a hydroponic system that supplies 

calcium and potassium nitrate to the plants in 

the tunnels. The nutrients are added to the 

dam water to lift the electrical conductivity to 

get an ideal nutrient mix suitable for optimum 

plant growth. They are then mixed to get the 

salt concentrations to between 1.2MS and 

1.8MS, depending on the growth phase of the 

plants. Monitoring salt levels is critical for plant 

health. “We have to test continuously to keep 

the salt wihtin acceptable limits. A decision 

made too late could lead to crop failure.”

Sawdust is Byron’s chosen growing medium. 

He sees it as the most cost-effective growing 

medium. “Even though you have to buy 

sawdust more often, it is still the cheapest 

option.” The sawdust is recycled after it has 

been sterilised and for this Byron harnesses 

sunlight. “Sawdust is readily available just 

about everywhere so if I decided to set up 

satellite farms, I could access it fairly easily.” 

The drip irrigation system is programmed to 

water the plants seven times a day at specific 

times. “We irrigate every 120 minutes in the 

morning and every 90 minutes in the afternoon 

when it’s warmer. The system shuts down at 

4pm.” Byron says using this type of irrigation 

system means he can monitor his water use 

closely and see exactly how much water every 

plant gets. “It really paid its way during the 

drought,” he says.

“Farming hydroponically in tunnels means 

we lose less water through evaporation and 

wind but controlling water quality has been 

difficult. The lower the water level in the dam, 

the more dissolved solids there are in the water 

and the greater the pH change. The 

conductivity of the water also increases. This 

can burn the plants.”

COMMUNITY FOCUS
Byron has a degree in sports science from 

Stellenbosch University and a post graduate 

diploma in ethics. He got involved in 

community work while he was at university. 

Here he began to think about what it was that 

people really needed and his place in the wider 

global community. He knew he wanted to 

work for himself, and he saw the agricultural 

sector as a means of getting involved in 

communities. 

He wasted no time in applying for finance 

when he heard that the Western Cape’s 

department of agriculture was offering to 

finance young agricultural entrepreneurs. 

Once he had done the necessary research he 

completed and submitted his application, 

which was successful. “This laid the foundation 

of my farming operation,” he says. The 

financial boost also laid the foundation of his 

expansion programme. He plans to use the 

money for his expansion programme, part of 

which is putting up a processing plant 

Byron’s successful application has some 

people surprised. “People always go on about 

young, black farmers but not all the projects 

were necessarily as successful as they could 

have been.” 

But there are success stories, he says. “The 

department should be doing more to give 

successful small farmers the exposure they 

deserve. This is how opportunities to expand 

come up and farmers can get more access to 

markets. It is also an opportunity for small 

farmers to network and exchange knowledge.”

He says because of his participation in the 

television series Boer soek ’n vrou people seem 

Byron Booysen extends the length of his season by cloning his tomato plants. Bakkie traders and the Cape Town fresh 
produce market are Byron’s primary 
outlets. He says his production volumes 
will determine whether he stays with 
these outlets. 

Petrus Mouries is one of a staff of four 
permanent and ten seasonal workers 
employed by Byron, who aims to 
create employment opportunities in 
his community. 
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to respect his agricultural opinion. Byron’s 

friends entered him for the programme 

without his knowledge. 

“I might be a small-scale farmer but I still 

have an opinion and maybe it’s more in line 

with the community’s opinion. Although the 

big farmers create more jobs, I have a closer 

relationship with my community. I look at what 

people need and try to give them the skills to 

uplift themselves.”

URBAN CREEP – A PROBLEM
Farming close to an urban community has its 

problems. The development of Wallacedene, 

an informal settlement in Kraaifontein that 

borders on the farm Avondrust where he 

leases land, is an issue that needs to be 

urgently addressed, says Byron. 

“Among other problems, it poses a threat 

to agricultural land.” (Landbouweekblad 

reported on this in the 17 February 2022 issue. 

Read more at bit.ly/3vr4juO) 

“Urban creep is not just a concept, it’s an 

insidious but very real problem. What is to be 

done about it? The department must give 

landowners some solutions to this problem. 

And it cannot be expected that people should 

just give their land away.” 

Byron says the agri-sector needs the right 

policies and investments to move forward. 

“South Africa should be organised so that we 

can generate good incomes and improve the 

lives of all our citizens. We know that money 

doesn’t always go where it’s needed but 

despite this, we have started working in 

earnest on the legacy we will leave our 

children. The agri-sector can help with this as 

long as we keep in mind that productivity is a 

priority for all farmers.” 

The mentorship of Alfred Borcherds of 

Avondrust farm, a vegetable farmer who 

leases land to Byron, was of inestimable value 

to him. As was that of his other mentors. 

“If it wasn’t for Alfred, I wouldn’t be Byron 

the farmer because I would have no land. My 

other mentors gave me a lot of sound advice 

on how to grow my operation, who to speak 

to about market entry, and many other aspects 

of farming. All of them wanted me to succeed 

and that is something to be celebrated. It is 

also a privilege to be a mentor as it gives one 

the opportunity to give back.”

Most of his mentors know one another, says 

Byron, and he has become part of their 

network. “The farming community is a big one 

resources at my disposal than other farmers.”

Part of Byron’s 10-year plan is to establish 

two or three satellite farms on leased land in 

his community and to put other young farmers 

in place as managers. “I see this as a business 

with a mandate to serve the community, but 

definitely not as a charity.” 

Rural communities will benefit from these 

farms as people can buy fresh produce direct 

from the farm rather than from retailers, he 

adds. Bakkie traders make good money buying 

fresh produce directly from Byron and selling it 

in local communities. “This is job creation and 

the foundation of a micro-economy which has 

a positive spill-over effect. It is where agriculture 

can really play a developmental role.” 

Contact Byron Booysen on cell 078 578 

9515 or email byronbooysen89@gmail.com.

but it’s also intimate. People know and trust 

one another, and this is important in the 

agricultural sector.”

BIG DREAMS FOR A  
SMALL-SCALE FARMER
Byron has big dreams for the future. “If you 

marry your ambitions to opportunities, and to 

people who believe in you, your dreams can 

come true,” he says.

He works to increase his production and 

save money by innovating and thinking out of 

the box. This is one reason he recently started 

cloning his tomato plants. Before he clones, he 

tests the plants to check that their production 

will make the grade. “Doing this meant I could 

stretch my tomato season. I need to cover all 

the possible opportunities as I have fewer 

Crops are irrigated seven times a day by 
drip irrigation. This system, which makes 
it possible to pay close attention to detail, 
paid dividends during the drought. 

Sweet peppers, chillies and spinach, as well as high-value tomatoes are grown in 
Byron’s operation. 

Byron started farming vegetables 
seven years ago on leased land. Now, 
with a boost from the Western Cape’s 
department of agriculture, he is set to 
progress to greater heights.  
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AFRICAN FARMING  
LIMPOPO FARMERS’ DAY
Limpopo farmers travelled from all corners of the province to attend the first African Farming Farmers’ 
Day at the Vleissentraal auction centre in Polokwane. Farmers were enthusiastic about the event and 

impressed with the experts’ advice on how small changes – from breeding to selling on auctions – can 
potentially have a big impact on the bottom line. Farmers also enjoyed the networking session with 
fellow farmers and speakers. Look out for the next African Farming Farmers’ Day in your area soon.

Speakers Willem Kleyn (left) of Elanco Animal Health and  
well-known veterinarian Dr Faffa Malan enjoy a light moment 
at the Farmers Day. PHOTO: BRAND REPUBLIC

From left: Makosha Malahlela, Manoko Senyatsi and Noko Tuba.  
PHOTO: PETER MASHALA

From left: Chris Ngeleza (SAMIC), Dr Balwin Nengovhela, Daniel Dumase  
and Sakia Thulare. PHOTO: PETER MASHALA

Patrick Sekwatlakwatla, head 
of transformation at the Sernick 
Group, spoke about the importance 
of herd improvement as a profit 
driver. PHOTO: BRAND REPUBLIC
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Learners from Curro Heuwelkruin in Polokwane attended the event to learn about 
agriculture and to enjoy their day with farmers. PHOTO: BRAND REPUBLIC

From left: Kamogelo Teffo, Katlego Maimela, Mthunzi Sibuyi, 
Mokgadi Malatji and Makgomo Mailula. PHOTO: PETER MASHALA

From left, Kenneth Lamola, Sello Ledwaba, Johannes Ledwaba 
and Isaac Makhura.  PHOTO: PETER MASHALA

Craig le Roux of Vleissentraal gave 
farmers advice on how to use auctions 
to improve their income. 
 PHOTO: BRAND REPUBLIC

Dr Baldwin Nengovhela, scientific 
manager: South African Department 
of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries 
(DAFF), highlighted opportunities 
available and the value of smallholder 
and communal beef farmers to the 
sector. PHOTO: BRAND REPUBLIC

Attendees got the  
oppor tu nity to ask the 
speakers questions. 
PHOTO: BRAND REPUBLIC
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Khutso Njenga realised there was no job conveniently waiting 
for him when he graduated from the Tshwane University of 

Technology (TUT). He started farming on his uncle’s plot 
outside Soshanguve in 2016 and his passion for farming has 

grown over the years along with his business. The two tunnels 
he set up at the beginning of his farming journey have grown 
to 15 tunnels and he has a staff of four permanent workers. 
Khutso tells Peter Mashala how he fell in love with farming. 

Khutso Njenga was part of the 2019 
SAB Urban Agriculture Programme, 
which invests in high-potential farming 
businesses. The programme provided 
him with technical and operational 
training, hydroponic infrastructure 
investment and mentorship.  
PHOTOS: PETER MASHALA

 

 

ENTREPRENEUR 
TAKES TO  
FARMING

B
orn and raised in one of the 

poorer areas of Soshanguve, 

Khutso Njenga knew at an 

early age that to make it out of 

poverty he would have to put 

in some hard work. He started 

his entrepreneurial journey in 

primary school where he sold sweets and chips 

for extra cash to cover some of his school 

needs and for pocket money. 

Determined to get himself out of the 

poverty trap, he applied for and received 

funding from the National Student Financial 

Aid Scheme (NSFAS) to study for a national 

diploma in policing at TUT in Soshanguve in 

2014. At university he carried on running his 

small business but changed his product lines. 

“It was a different market and to cater for that 

I started selling perfumes and cosmetics,” 

recalls Khutso. 

He stayed in the student’s residence on the 

Soshanguve South Campus where he saw 

there was a shortage of affordable fresh 

produce for students. “We either had to buy it 

from the retail chain stores, which were pricey, 

or from a Pakistani-owned shop near the 

campus gate, where the quality wasn’t that 

good and supply was mostly limited to the 

basics, such as tomatoes, onions and 

potatoes,” explains Khutso.

FINDING HIS NICHE
He quickly filled the gap in the market by 

starting a fruit and vegetable stall closer to the 

campus gate. The business was so successful 

that he opened three more stalls at other 

Soshanguve campuses. “I employed some 

guys to run the stalls while I studied. When I 

wasn’t in class I would spend time at my 

stalls,” says Khutso. He bought his stock at the 

Tshwane Fresh Produce Market. 

Spending time at the market made him 

.LOCATION.   

Soshanguve, 

Gauteng
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more curious about the origins of all produce. 

“I met with fellow hawkers who sometimes 

got their products directly from nearby farms, 

especially in Brits (North West). I began to tag 

along when they went to the farms and this is 

where I first came face-to-face with farming.” 

In 2016, his last year at university, something 

clicked in Khutso’s mind when he saw 

graduates from his course return to further 

their studies. “Most of these guys were re-

registering for post-grad courses. I knew then 

there were no vacancies waiting for me out 

there,” he recalls. 

But Khutso had made a promise to himself 

that he would never go back to the township 

and loiter around. At first, he planned to 

expand his fruit and vegetable stall business, 

which he thought would keep him busy while 

he looked for a job. But visits to farms and 

interactions with farmers inspired him to 

forget about the job market and focus on his 

newfound passion for farming.

GOING AHEAD WITH NO FEAR
Khutso says he was fortunate his uncle owned 

a plot just outside Soshanguve, close to 

Onderstepoort. “I convinced him to let me use 

it for free until I was on my feet. We would 

negotiate the rent later,” he remembers. 

The 22ha plot had been subdivided into 

four plots of 5ha to 6ha each. Khutso was 

given one plot that had two run-down tunnels, 

a borehole and few steel pipes. “I had to 

refurbish and cover one tunnel with shade 

netting. I also rehabilitated the borehole and 

put in a new pump,” explains Khutso. He 

learnt how to do this from watching YouTube 

videos. He also put up a new irrigation system 

and thought he was all set to start hydroponic 

cucumber production. “In the video, I noticed 

that there was plastic on the floor, so I went 

and bought the black plastic they use in 

construction from one of the hardware 

stores,” he laughs. But soon, he learned that 

with some things, one must talk to the experts. 

The irrigation system wasn’t working properly, 

the sawdust he had bought was poor quality 

and his first crop didn’t work out. 

THE VALUE OF MENTORS
Khutso was researching hydroponic vegetable 

production when he came across an article on 

Kobela Mokgohloa, a hydroponic farmer who 

grows cucumbers at Winterveld outside 

Pretoria, just a stone’s throw from his own 

plot. “His telephone number was at the 

bottom of the article, so I phoned him and he 

invited me to his farm,” says Khutso. He was 

amazed and impressed by Kobela’s then 

30-tunnel operation. 

Kobela agreed to help Khutso and 

recommended a few useful industry names. 

“He asked me where I was buying my inputs, 

specifically seed,” recalls Khutso. “When I told 

him I bought seed sachets from Shoprite, he 

packed up laughing.” 

One of the people Kobela recommended 

was Dr Martin Maboko from the seed company 

Hygrotech. Martin visited Khutso’s farm and 

advised him to start again. “He designed a 

new plan for me with a new irrigation system, 

new planting mediums and correct crop 

spacing. He also recommended plastic instead 

of shade netting to cover my tunnels,” says 

Khutso. “It wasn’t a cheap exercise, but Kobela 

and Martin both told me never to cut corners.”

THE RIGHT WAY
Through his vegetable stalls and a new 

recycling business he had started, Khutso 

raised the money he needed to put together 

the two tunnels according to Martin’s specs. 

“I  also collected recyclable materials on 

campus to help raise the cash,” he says. 

He grew his first crop cycle in the tunnels 

and harvested at just the right time to enter 

the market. The 60 boxes he produced sold for 

a little more than R100 each. It was a good 

season for Khutso and he made enough cash 

to install three more tunnels. That year the 

market stayed in his favour. He says this was 

beginner’s luck combined with the advantage 

of planting cucumbers in the area for the first 

time. “Because this area had never had 

cucumbers before, there was minimal impact 

from pests and diseases,” explains Khutso. 

Business was going well and he convinced his 

uncle to lend him more money so that he 

could expand to 10 tunnels. 

But beginner’s luck quickly ran out as the 

market began to dip and the price fell from 

over R100 to less than R20 a box in a few 

months. Somehow Khutso had to survive 

To cut the cost of buying seedlings and to 
reduce pre-planting losses, Khutso now 
plants the seed directly into his growing 
medium. He places the seed and a handful 
of seedling mix into the sawdust bag. 

Khutso has grown his business from two to 15 tunnels since he started tunnel farming in 
2016. He plans to double this number in the next few years.
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this price collapse. “Unlike with the other 

informal businesses I ran, the farm had 

overheads to pay to keep operating. The 

workers, the electricity and the rent had to be 

paid,” he says. “I called my mentors for advice. 

Unfortunately, I had to reduce my staff as this 

is where much of the money went,” he 

explains. He cut his staff from five workers to 

one permanent employee. “The two of us had 

to manage the whole operation,” he recalls. 

Khutso spent all his time on the farm, partly 

neglecting the other businesses, which he 

eventually shut down except for one stall.

QUANTITY AND QUALITY
Mentors advised him to focus on increasing 

production with the resources he had. “Kobela 

suggested that I increase volumes to benefit 

from economies of scale. This means that even 

when the price is down, by producing more 

efficiently and increasing volumes in the 

market I would be able to keep my head above 

water,” explains Khutso. 

When Khutso told Kobela that he had no 

money to expand, Kobela suggested that 

rather than increase the number of tunnels he 

should increase the quantity and quality of 

cucumbers harvested per bush. He had to 

review the varieties he was using and look at 

some of the technical issues, such as fertilising 

and planting methods. He now plants the seed 

directly into his growing medium rather than 

buying in seedlings. He puts a handful of 

seedling mix directly into the sawdust bag. 

“This has helped me cut the cost of buying 

seedlings and reduced my pre-planting losses,” 

says Khutso. He says seedlings would break at 

planting and he would have to order in extra 

seedlings to prevent crop shortfalls. He now 

uses Rijk Zwaan seeds of the Tantalos RZ F1, 

Inyathi RZ F1 and Boreal RZ F1 varieties, which 

he says are good because of their resistance to 

pests and diseases. “Diseases such as powdery 

mildew are no longer my biggest worry. 

Although the varieties are not 100% resistant, 

they do well even when they are affected.” 

After planting and a few days of irrigating 

with clean water he starts his fertilisation 

programme with a calcium nitrate and 

Hygromix mixture at a level of 1.5 electrical 

conductivity (EC) and a pH level of 5.5 to 6 for 

two weeks. “The pH refers to the acid and 

base nature of a solution, which influences the 

solubility and availability of nutrients, whereas 

the EC is a measure of total soluble and 

dissolved salts,” explains Khutso. He says from 

week three, he increases the EC to 1.8 until 

harvesting, after six to eight weeks. His 

monthly spraying programme follows a four-

week routine: In the first week he uses 

Orthene, Odeon, Scalex, foliar feed and 

Silicote; in the second week he sprays with 

Agromectin, Mulan, Defender, Oenosan and 

Silicote; in the third week he uses Methomex, 

Parsec, Dithane, foliar feed and Silicote; and in 

the fourth week he uses Tracer, Seizer, Bellis, 

foliar feed and Silicote. 

Khutso says they use two fertilisation 

methods – root system fertilisation and foliar 

spraying. “When the plant is at its production 

peak, it needs more minerals and foliar 

spraying is the quickest way of ensuring 

uptake. It takes time for minerals to reach the 

leaves where they are needed. So, spraying 

directly onto the leaves is a big help.”

According to Khutso, he has had a 

significant yield improvement. Production per 

bush has gone from 10 to 12 cucumbers per 

bush to 19 to 20 cucumbers per bush in 

summer and 13 to 15 cucumbers per bush in 

Khutso’s infrastructure was upgraded with a new pumping station and water tanks after 
he made it to the finals of SAB’s Urban Agriculture Programme. 

Khutso says he is focusing on increasing 
the number of cucumbers per bush and 
improving the quality of his product.

‘This means 
that even 

when the price 
is down, by 
producing 

more 
efficiently and 

increasing 
volumes in the 
market I would 

be able to 
keep my head 
above water.’
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Although farming fulltime meant he had to scale down his vegetable stall operation, 
Khutso still has one stall open in Soshanguve.

 UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL…  

KHUTSO NJENGA

WHAT IS THE BEST ADVICE YOU 
HAVE EVER BEEN GIVEN?
My high school teacher told us never 

to burn our bridges. Always leave with 

a good reputation behind you.

IF THERE IS ONE THING 
YOU COULD HAVE DONE 
DIFFERENTLY, WHAT WOULD  
IT HAVE BEEN? 

I would have started farming earlier 

or studied agriculture rather than 

policing.

WHAT HAS BEEN YOUR SINGLE 
BIGGEST SUCCESS TO DATE? 
Being able to employ young people 

on this farm. I have four permanent 

employees and three part-time 

employees working for me.

WHO HAS MADE THE  
BIGGEST CONTRIBUTION  
TO YOUR SUCCESS?
My uncle Bongani Mahlangu, who was 

also my mentor. 

WHAT KIND OF RELATIONSHIP 
DO YOU HAVE WITH YOUR 

NEIGHBOURING FARMERS AND 
WHAT ROLE HAVE THEY PLAYED 
IN YOUR SUCCESS? 
Although most of them are livestock 

farmers, we have a good relationship 

as neighbours. 

WAS IT A STRUGGLE TO GET 
FINANCING AND WHAT ADVICE 
DO YOU HAVE FOR ANYONE 
LOOKING FOR MONEY?
It was tough to get finance. My 

advice is to start with the resources 

you have, while you are learning the 

ropes. Get debt only when you are 

sure of your story.

WHAT ROLE HAVE INPUT 
SUPPLIERS, LIKE SEED OR 
CHEMICAL COMPANIES,  
PLAYED IN THE BUSINESS? 

They have played a major role here. 

They give me invaluable advice,  

which is their specialty. 

IF THERE WAS A SINGLE PIECE 
OF ADVICE YOU COULD GIVE 
THE MINISTER OF AGRICULTURE, 
WHAT WOULD IT BE?
We need the minister on the ground 

and engaging with farmers. She should 

know the people she is supposed to 

be helping. 

winter. “We plant 700 plants in one tunnel 

and average 20 crates per harvest per tunnel,” 

explains Khutso. He plants the tunnels six 

weeks apart to ensure continuous production.

INFRASTRUCTURE  
AND MARKETS
Khutso was a finalist in SAB’s Kickstart 

competition in 2019/2020. His business was 

selected to be part of infrastructure upgrades 

and skills development. “We went through 

rigorous training on business management, 

finance, marketing and technical production 

skills at the Dicla Training Institution,” says 

Khutso. His business infrastructure was 

upgraded with five more tunnels, a pump 

station, water tanks and production inputs for 

two production cycles. “This was much-

needed support and I appreciate it,” he adds.

He says his challenge now is to find a 

lucrative market apart from the normal fresh 

produce markets. “I used to supply retailers 

like the Spar family shops in Soshanguve and 

Food Lover’s Market in Montana (Pretoria 

North). But as we grew, we also outgrew the 

family store market,” says Khutso. “The Food 

Lover’s Market supply was discontinued when 

the Covid-19 pandemic was at its peak and 

shops started cutting off small suppliers. 

Unfor tu na tely, I was one of them,” he adds.

Khutso says his plan is to scale up. “But for 

now, I’m focusing on increasing production 

per plant and hoping to reach between 25 and 

28 fruits. Once I have achieved and mastered 

this, I will focus on tunnel expansion.” 
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FARMERS’ DIARIES
With a new season upon us and farmers across the country readying their fields for winter crops, 

many are still dealing with the aftermath of the summer heavy rainfall, and there are pests everywhere! 
Six farmers share with us how they prepare to switch into autumn.

TOMATOES
Lufuno Managa, Mukondeni, Limpopo

We plant about 20ha of tomatoes a year, which are mostly earmarked 

for the informal trader market. Our clients are from various parts of the 

country, mainly here in Limpopo, but some as far away as Durban. We 

also have a contract with Tiger Brands, to whom we supply every 

month from a dedicated 2ha field. We plant tomatoes every month 

from December to July and then switch to other crops, like watermelon 

and butternut, until December, when we start the tomatoes again. This 

year we had to delay planting to 12 January due to the rain. These 

tomatoes are due to be harvested in April. We have planted the 

Emerald variety, which is a hardier tomato with a longer shelf life. A 

longer shelf life is vital for our clients in the informal market. 

We’ve also started planting the H1015 variety from Riverside Nursery 

for our Tiger Brands contract. Tiger Brands uses this variety for its 

tomato paste processing. They want ripe tomatoes. After we have had 

our soil analysed, we prepare the land by ploughing, discing and 

ridging. We then apply 9-9-9, a balanced, pelletised fertiliser that 

contains 11% iron and 10.5% sulphur and helps with soil alkalinity 

and iron deficiency. We then set up our drip irrigation system so that 

we can start irrigating before we plant. In the second month after 

planting, we apply potassium nitrate at a rate of 100kg/ha for bigger 

and firmer fruit. On 21 March, we are due to plant the HM777 variety, 

which is hardier and with a longer shelf life, similar to the Emerald. 

CATTLE
Lengau Mothiane, 

Heilbron, Free State

Our breeding season 

runs from December 

to March. Then we 

take the bulls out and 

leave them to rest until the next breeding 

season. Our cattle mostly survive on the 

veld and are not heavily supplemented. 

We provide licks in small quantities when 

necessary. Our aim is to breed animals that 

can survive on veld alone. We currently 

feed small quantities of phosphate lick, 

increasing the ration only for pregnant 

animals. Salt blocks are always available. 

Our stocking rate is 5:1 (five animal units 

to one hectare) and we rotate the animals 

through the grazing camps. 

Themeda triandra (red grass) and 

Digitaria eriantha (Smuts finger grass), 

both high-value grazing species, are our 

dominant grasses. We use a rapid camp 

rotation and monitor the veld to stop the 

grass from being grazed down too hard. It 

is difficult to recover from overgrazing so 

it’s best to avoid it. 

Fires are our biggest threat because we 

are not too far from the township. Towards 

the end of March, we take the cattle to 

graze the camps that form our boundary 

with the township as part of our fire 

management programme. We leave them 

there to graze for longer than usual so 

that the grass is grazed down as short as 

possible. Then we give these camps a long 

rest period. This gives the grass a chance 

to recover and to flower and set seed. We 

are thinking about planting pastures to 

increase our carrying capacity.

SHEEP 

Bush Masiu, Senekal, 

Free State

Our Mutton Merinos are 

on the veld. High para-

site loads, especially of 

ringworm and round-

worm, have come along 

with the heavy rain of 

the past few months. We dose with Lintex L 

and boost it seven days later with Baymet 

injectable. This protocol has been recom-

mended to us by a neighbouring commercial 

farmer. Every fortnight we spray with Ecobash, 

which we apply from knapsack sprayers. 

Ecobash causes ticks to fall off, kills lice and 

controls biting flies and face flies. We give 

Ecomectin for sheep scab and to control 

parasites that may cause bottle jaw. 

Our animals get a ready-mixed summer lick 

from Sernick. Pregnant ewes get Voermoel 

sheep pellets to help boost milk production. 

We feed extra rations to the ewes, which 

should start lambing in March, so that they 

can maintain good body condition. The ration 

is made up of sheep pellets, crushed yellow 

maize and lucerne bales. Most of our bacterial 

infections can be successfully treated with 

duplocillin, a long-acting penicillin. We also 

provide extra vitamins.
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ASK THE VET 

Dr Sello Maboe

Lumpy skin disease in cattle

Prominent skin lumps and swollen dewlap. 
PHOTOS: SUPPLIED

Eye and nasal discharge in an 
infected animal.

The recent lumpy skin disease (LSD) 

outbreaks in parts of the country 

suggest a lack of knowledge about 

primary animal health care. There 

may also be herds that are behind 

with vaccination, but in the case of 

LSD it’s never too late to vaccinate. 

Vaccination is the best way to con-

trol the infection and transmission 

of LSD. It is an economically impor-

tant notifiable disease of cattle in 

South Africa. It has impacts on ani-

mal welfare and the profitability of 

livestock farming. 

WHAT ARE THE SYMPTOMS?
The disease is mostly self-descriptive. The 

typical skin lesions can range from a few to 

thousand and can be up to 5cm in dia meter. 

These lumps or nodules occur on the face, 

neck, limbs, flanks, udder, teats, scrotum, 

perineum and on the mucous membranes of 

the mouth, nose, eyes and vulva.

Enlarged lymph nodes are common at the 

onset of the disease. Affected animals often 

have swollen legs and a reluctance to move. 

Nasal and eye discharges as well as excessive 

salivation are very common in infected animals.

Secondary pneumonia, and/or coughing, is 

common in infected animals due to the 

infection of the respiratory tract and possibly 

worsened by other opportunistic pathogens. 

There is often a drop in milk production 

(more noticeable in dairy animals) because of 

secondary mastitis that occurs following 

infection. Animals lose weight, often battling 

to eat because of painful mouth lesions.

HOW DOES LSD FURTHER 
AFFECT A CATTLE FARMER?
Apart from the known losses attributed to 

LSD, it is highly likely that animals will not be 

allowed near the saleyards. Biosecurity is 

justifiably getting more attention than it used to 

in that environment. The risk of disease trans-

mission is highest in a place like the saleyard 

where animals congregate and are then trans-

ported to other places, including into neigh-

bouring countries. Severely affected animals 

may die (up to 10%), especially those that 

encounter opportunistic infections while suffer-

ing from LSD. LSD losses are not restricted to 

mortalities. For example, when exposed raw 

lesions from the infection get secondary com pli-

ca tions, the animal may need to be treated with 

antibiotics and anti-inflammatories. Blowfly fly 

strike is another possible complication. 

HOW CAN I PREVENT OR 
MINIMISE LOSSES?
Registered, highly effective LSD vaccines are 

available, e.g. the OBP vaccine (Neethling strain). 

The control of insects around susceptible 

animals helps manage the infection pressure. 

This is mainly achieved using dips and other 

approved external parasite control remedies. 

The number of infected animals that suffer 

secondary lung infections highlights the impor-

tance of vaccinating for respiratory diseases, be 

they viral and/or bacterial, where possible. 

THE BEST TIME TO INTERVENE?
The disease is commonly seen during the wet 

summer and autumn months when biting flies 

and mosquitoes are in abundance. Recent 

research has shown that certain ticks can also 

transmit LSD. This suggests a higher likelihood 

of discovering the disease outside the normal 

seasons we have gotten used to over the 

years. And it is particularly so in areas that 

experience warmer winters, where implicated 

ticks survive and show some activity, even if 

this is to a limited extent. 

Cattle should be immunised way before the 

rainy season to allow them enough time to 

build up the required antibodies they need to 

overcome the disease challenge. This period is 

usually from August to September, especially 

in the summer rainfall areas. Most breeding 

cows that follow the summer rainfall pattern 

will be getting ready to calve around, or 

shortly after, that period. This means calves 

can get maternal antibodies from the 

colostrum of their vaccinated mothers. Unless 

it is specifically contra-indicated, most LSD 

vaccination programmes coincide with this 

period in the life of a breeding female animal. 

TREATMENT
While it is generally accepted that antibiotics 

do not kill viruses, they are often a valuable 

intervention in the management of secondary 

infections. Other supportive intervention may 

also include providing milled feed to help 

animals that may be reluctant to feed due to 

mouth ulcers from the disease.  

Dr Sello Maboe is the technical and mar-

keting manager at Onderstepoort Biolo- 

gical Products. Email him at sello.maboe@

obpvaccines.co.za



Own the day
with the Ford Ranger Stormtrak
Living the Ranger life is now even easier with the Stormtrak. 
So, whether you hit the trails or the tar road you’ll own any challenge.

Go to Ford.co.za or contact 
your nearest dealership.
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